Rest for the Weary by Williams, Mel
Rest for the Weary
Posted on Tue Jul 05 2005:
Mel Williams
REST FOR THE WEARY Matthew 11: 25-30 - a sermon by Mel Williams - Watts Street Baptist Church - July 3, 2005 
Tomorrow is a holiday—that word “holiday” comes from “holy day”--- and today’s Gospel lesson has a clear word from Jesus for all of us who need a holy day: “Come to me, you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” 
You may have come here today out of habit, but I’m guessing that most all of us would admit that we’re a little weary, perhaps from the summer heat. We may be tired, stressed, or exhausted—“running on empty,” as we say. 
We come to worship because we need rest. Oh, you might say that you’re here looking for God—or perhaps for insight, guidance, and challenge. But before we can really receive any of these, we first need some rest. 
It’s common knowledge that in this fast-paced culture, most of us are over-worked, over-stressed, over-stimulated, and sometimes overwhelmed. We’re living in uncertain times, fearful times. Our nation is involved in a terrible war that is morally troubling; too many people are unemployed. We have friends and family members dealing with illness, pain, grief. We’re surrounded by troubles, stress, and fatigue--- and we bring all that with us to church. 
We get here, and Jesus steps up and says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I’ll give you rest.” I will GIVE you rest. But we can’t receive that gift until we first come to him. Show up “just as I am,” as the old hymn says. 
This past week I’ve been reading Anne Lamott’s new book, Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith.” In her cranky, quirky way, Anne Lamott says that when we’re in a mess, the first thing we need to do is admit we’re in a mess. 
Too many of us are in a mess of stress. What do we do about it? Lamott says “time and showing up will turn most messes into compost, and something surprising may grow…” Then she says, “I have noticed this especially at my church.” (p. 76, Plan B) 
If most of us are bringing our stress with us to church, what will help us here? Jesus is inviting us to let go of the stress. Hand it over to me, he says, and I promise that I’ll give you rest. 
I think Jesus is telling us to release the stress. Let it go. But we know that ain’t easy. Even in a vacation week, I find that it takes me 2 or 3 days to fully exhale, to release, to detach. Then I’m ready to breathe in, to receive, to rest. 
But in old revival terms, the first step is to “come to Jesus.” We Baptists have long taken the words “come to me” to mean that we bring our whole selves to Jesus. We even walk the aisle to join up with Jesus’ motley crew in this church. When we walk the aisle, we come bringing our baggage with us--- unresolved pain and grief, old worries, cherished hurts, tensions from work, low-grade depression, anxiety over decisions we need to make, and moral pain over the injustice and lack of peace in the world. That’s a mess of stress, and we bring all this when we come to Jesus, to church, to Jesus’ Table. 
What do we do with all this stress? Release it. Let it go. Surrender it. Hand it over. Jesus says, “This is too much for you to carry by yourself.” How about dropping it all right here at the altar-- right before the Communion table? 
That sounds easy; but we know it’s difficult. Why? Because we’re all so stubborn and strong-willed. Too often we’re attached to our “favorite miserable feelings,” as somebody called it. We might even nurse our favorite miserable feeling, our distress, to keep it going. We can also cultivate an ill humor! 
Or we may have trouble releasing the stress because we’re bent on taking care of everything and trying to fix everything by ourselves. We can live as if everything is on our shoulders. We live, as Parker Palmer says, as “functional atheists.” We say we believe in God, in Jesus, but then we act as if we believe only in ourselves. “I can handle it; I can do it all myself.” And we end up with headaches, backaches, and restlessness that no pills or beverage will remove. 
“Come to me,” Jesus says. “Bring all that stress with you.” There are different paths to Jesus, different ways, different practices that help us to hand over our stresses. Our daughter Jenna recently returned from a college study trip, and she brought me a gift---some “worry beads.” She said, “Dad, you can carry these beads around with you, to remind you to stop worrying. They’re like prayer beads. They help you let go of your worries, your stress.” I’ve been carrying those beads in my pocket each day. When I feel tense or stressed, I pull out the beads. I’ve heard myself say, “I’m giving up worrying. I’ve got some concerns, but no worries.” Some people may use prayer beads to help them come to Jesus. 
Sometimes we can use meditation or yoga or deep breathing. We can even use images to help. Some of you may have heard the suggestion that you can put your anxieties on an imaginary boat, and let them float off. The boat will surely return and beckon you to get back on board with all your anxieties. But let the boat float off. Let it go. 
When Jesus says, “Come to me…” I think he is encouraging us to find whatever strategy or method helps us to release the stress. Come to me…and I will give you REST.” 
Rest. I don’t think Jesus is talking about sleep. When we are stressed sleep may help some. But Carlyle Marney said years ago, “The antidote to fatigue is not sleep, but worship.” “Rest in the Lord, and the Lord will give you what you need.” (Psalm 37) 
Holy rest is what we need. It’s different from a nap or a long sleep. Holy rest happens when we turn over our stress to God, to Jesus, and place our trust not in ourselves but in God. “Trust in the Lord with all your heart.” (Proverbs 3:5) 
This deep trust is what brings rest to our souls. Deep trust brings rest for the weary. It’s holy rest--- call it “holy leisure.” This leisurely trust makes possible a calm heart. 
Jesus invites us to be calm, centered, and connected. That happens when we hand over our stress and receive from Jesus the gift of rest that we need. Sometimes the old hymns bring us the wisdom we need to hear. 
Sing: All to Jesus I surrender, All to him I freely give. I will ever love and trust him. In his presence daily live. 
I surrender all, I surrender all; All to thee, my blessed Saviour, I surrender all. 
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